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Oct. 25, 1996
UM FACULTY MEMBER JOINS SEX EDUCATION DEBATE 
MISSOULA—
A University of Montana—Missoula faculty member has entered the highly charged sex
Sara Hayden, an assistant professor in UM’s communication studies department, has been 
studying "Me, My World, My Future," the student guide for junior high school students put out 
by a Spokane-based program called Teen-Aid. What she found in this material surprised her, 
she said.
Hayden specializes in rhetoric, broadly defined as the art of using words effectively in 
public speech or writing. Defining the term more closely, she said, "I look at written material to 
discern the messages embedded in that material.
"One of the things you find in ’Me, My World, My Future,’" she said, "is a real 
distinction between how you define the self and the body." The book gives the impression, she 
said, "that the self is this thing that knows, that controls, that makes decisions. The body acts on 
its own. People don’t act. Body parts do."
This she referred to as the mind/body split, a concept as old as Plato. Underlying this 
concept, she said, "is the belief that the body, and particularly the sexual body, poses dangers."
The book’s endorsement of the mind/body split indicates an anti-sexuality bias, which can 
have serious implications for reproduction and an understanding of men and women, Hayden said.




She pointed out a passage in the book that depersonalizes fertilization, describing it as a 
process whereby an egg "is united with a sperm." The book goes on to say that after conception 
the fetus lives in the womb until it changes "residency and emerges in a process called birth."
"So where’s the man in this?" she asked. "Where’s the woman?
There’s no laboring woman here. The focus is on the fetus. The woman gets lost."
Hayden would argue that the language in this example and many others throughout the 
230-page text suggests to teens an attitude they should form toward sexuality, an attitude not 
necessarily obvious in the language.
She pointed to another paragraph that talks about changes in a boy’s body at puberty:
"Your arms and legs will be growing rapidly. Your muscles will become heavier and stronger." 
The operative word here, she said, is "your," because it changes to "the" when the subject 
becomes the sex organs. "There will be growth of the penis and testes as you become capable of 
becoming a father."
The language suggests a kind of disowning of body parts associated with sexuality,
Hayden said.
This is problematic, she said, in light of the book’s stated goals to help teens understand 
sexuality as a part of the whole person and, in the book’s words, "discover the beauty of their 
sexuality in the context o f the family, love, and commitment."
Surprised as she was at the extent to which the book embraced the mind/body split, she said 
it’s probably typical of sex education historically. She found the same concept in material Planned 
Parenthood founder Margaret Sanger distributed. The tendency to depersonalize discussion about
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sexuality could be a reaction to the taboo nature of the subject that has hung on since sex education 
got its start in the United States in 1915, Hayden said.
Teen-Aid is just one of many abstinence-only programs used for sexuality education around 
the country. Other programs fall under two broad categories, Hayden said: abstinence-based and 
comprehensive. Abstinence-based programs encourage abstinence for teens but don’t assume that 
teens will abstain and thus include information about contraception, she said. Comprehensive 
programs usually include a complete discussion of contraception but also discuss abstinence and 
alternative lifestyles, she said.
Abstinence-only programs exploded in number after 1981, the year Congress passed the 
Adolescent Family Life Act enabling adolescent pregnancy programs to fund abstinence-only sex 
education. The movement, Hayden said, is in part a backlash against the sexual revolution, out of 
which came a book published in the early 1970s, "Our Bodies, Ourselves." Hayden analyzed the 
book’s rhetoric for her doctoral dissertation, and that project led to her current research.
About her future research into the other categories of sex education, Hayden said, "It’s 
going to grow quite big. It could be with me for years, focusing on public representation of 
sexuality."
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Contact: Sarah Hayden, (406) 243-4333.
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